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destination one | HAVANA

Changing 
Landscape
Does the future of Cuban development 
hinge on foreign interest? BY JACK GUY

HOT WHEELS: 
Classic old car 
on the street in 
Havana
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SALSA AND REGGAETÓN BLAST from the retrofit-
ted stereos of  restored 1950s Chevrolets carrying 
tourists along Havana’s iconic Malecón boardwalk, 
who whoop as they sip on local rum. It’s a joyous 
scene but also one that obscures the more compli-
cated reality of  Cuba.

Away from the restored colonial mansions of  
the historic Old Havana district and the mani-
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cured lawns of  the 5-star hotels lies a dilapidated 
city where the majority struggle to get by. Under 
the socialist Castro government, workers earn an 
average of  $25 per month in addition to a ration of  
essential foodstuffs. However, recent reforms relaxed 
the rules on private enterprise, allowing those 
Cubans with access to capital to set up boarding 
houses, restaurants and taxi services aimed at serving 
the burgeoning tourism industry.

The number of  tourists, who used to hail mainly 
from Canada and Europe, swelled due to a boom in 
visits from the United States following the Obama 
administration’s relaxation of  long-running travel 
restrictions. In 2015 a record-breaking 3.52 million 
tourists visited this Caribbean island of  more than 
11 million people, an increase of  17.4 percent from 
the year before. However, recent uncertainty over 
Trump administration policy has seen the number 
of  U.S. visitors decline sharply in recent months.

While tourism has become a hugely important 
source of  revenue for Cuba, basic infrastructure 
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on the island is creaking due to a lack of  investment. In peak 
season tourists are frustrated by a lack of  available beds or bus 
tickets, and things could get worse if  the number of  visitors 
continues to rise.

The situation could change. The socialist government 
changed the law on foreign investment in 2014, beginning 
a drive to attract capital for hundreds of  projects. Spanish 
companies such as Meliá Hotels International, which owns 
the iconic Tryp Habana Libre, made inroads, but the pace of  
investment has been slow.

Speaking at the annual Cuban trade fair in October 2016, 

Rodrigo Malmierca, minister of  foreign trade 
and investment, revealed only $1.3 billion has 
been invested since 2014. “We are below our ex-
pectations and, above all, below what we need,” 
said Malmierca. “We need to keep working 
hard for deals to become reality without prob-
lems, without unnecessary delays.”

One hot spot for investment is the special 
development zone in Mariel, to the west of  José 
Martí International Airport. While Unilever 
invested in a joint venture to produce toiletries, 
and a Brazilian-Cuban joint venture will make 
tobacco products, the scheme has not taken off 
as planned. According to a report from trade 
security organization COFACE, the main issue 
remains political instability.

The organization says international investors 
should be wary of  investing in Cuba due to the 

extreme risk engendered by the political climate. COFACE 
gave Cuba the lowest possible rating for trade risk in its quar-
terly report published in March 2017.

During his speech, Malmierca made clear the government 
position on investment. “We recognize the role of  the market 
in the economic growth of  a country, but we cannot subordi-
nate ourselves to it,” he said. “In Cuba the means of  produc-
tion will remain in the hands of  the State.”

While the socialist government raises concerns with 
potential investors, Cuban politics is also in a state of  flux fol-

LODGING
HOTEL NACIONAL 
DE CUBA
Nestled at one end of the 
Malecón find this impres-
sive 5-star establish-
ment, famed for hosting 
illustrious clientele such 
as Frank Sinatra and 
Buster Keaton before the 
revolution. 

Calle 21 y O, Vedado
$$$$

HOTEL NH PARQUE 
CENTRAL
A favorite with business 
travelers, this modern 
hotel in the middle of 
Havana has internet 
access in every room, 
a rooftop pool and an 
on-site business center. 

Neptuno e Prado y 
Zulueta, Old Havana 
$$$$

TRYP HABANA LIBRE
This 25-floor, 4-star 
behemoth was a Hilton 
before the revolution 
and served as Fidel 
Castro’s headquarters 
for a few years. Enjoy the 
impressive views from 
the rooftop bar. 

23 Calle L entre 23 y 25
$$$$

CAPITAL CITY: 
Havana cityscape (top), and 
the National Capitol Building 
(bottom)
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lowing the death of  revolutionary leader Fidel Castro in November 
2016. His younger brother, Raul Castro, loosened some restrictions, 
but major economic changes have not been forthcoming. With the 
younger Castro set to step down in 2018 to allow Miguel Díaz-

Canel to become president, the 
uncertainty looks set to continue.

As if  the question of  suc-
cession and reform were not 
complicated enough, it is impor-
tant to appreciate the influence 
of  the United States on Cuban 
politics. While President Obama 
made steps toward relaxing long-
running sanctions on Cuba, this 
June President Trump promised 
to roll back the rapprochement. 
The Trump administration looks 
set to enforce the former travel 
ban, with certain exceptions, 
although the precise policy is yet 
to be defined.

All of  this uncertainty causes 
alarm bells to ring for investors; 
however, there are a few excep-
tions. Notable among them are 
a deal for Bouygues Batiment 
International and Aéroports de 
Paris to renovate and manage 
José Martí International 
Airport and the aerodrome 
of  San Antonio de los Baños 
in Artemisa, and a Starwood 

Hotels and Resorts’ deal to run three hotels on 
the island. 

With such huge opportunities in Cuba, some 
are willing to bet political changes will be good for 
business. For the Cuban government, there are 
some incredibly difficult decisions to be made. In-
vestment is needed to maintain the tourism boom 
and modernize the country, but can it be done in 
a way that doesn’t compromise its socialist ideals?

There are certainly options on the table. The 
2016 trade show was the largest in Cuban history, 
with 3,500 exhibitors from 73 countries showing 
a global interest in the country. At the same time, 
the government released a portfolio of  395 joint 
venture projects, management contracts and 
other partnerships, all looking for investment.

Transport, hotels, factories, infrastructure. You 
name it, Cuba needs it. For foreign companies the 

opportunities are endless, but the current government isn’t willing 
to sell its soul. The arrival of  Díaz-Canel could change matters, 
but most Cubans are proud of  the society they forged and are wary 
of  losing its essence in a deluge of  dollars. How will the situation 
change in the next few years? It’s anyone’s guess, but President 
Trump will have an important role to play.

TOURISM AND TRADE: 
Havana’s José Martí International Airport (top), and 
traditional manufacture of Cuban cigars (bottom)
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CHECKING IN WITH LEIRE FERNANDEZ
Co-founder, Clandestina design studio

What was the inspiration for setting up Clandestina?
The idea was to create products people would want to 
buy, creative items that would send a message from young 
designers that show a different side of Cuba, one that 
has different values and is more connected with what 
is really happening in the streets and the minds of the 
people who live on the island. In art, cinema and theater 
there is a long history of alternative messages, but there 
has never been a project to commercialize and promote 
these messages to the wider public. It isn’t political, it’s 
simply the Cuba of today. They represent a reality you 
can see and live here — transport, beer, mojito, papaya, 
pineapple, dancing, partying …

The name comes from a Fernando Pérez film called 
Clandestinos (The Underground), because in fashion and 
business we are fairly underground. We are designers 
and artists with little in common with traditional business 
models or fashion houses but competing with them. We 
have underground personalities.

Has demand for your products increased with more 
tourism?
Yes, a lot — not only for Clandestina but for items like 
toilet paper, too! We want it to keep growing and growing, 
but the other idea is to control the impact of tourism in 
order to maximize the benefits and minimize its undesir-
able effects.

What has to change in order for Clandestina to sell 
its products abroad?
We can already export through the Cultural Assets Fund, 
but there is a lot of bureaucracy and taxes. We haven’t 
tried it yet. At the same time, we cover the costs of the 
shop with the products we produce on the island. In the 
future we will start exporting.

What new cultural spaces are emerging in Cuba?
The private sector is booming. Young people are chang-
ing and looking for jobs so they can earn money and go 
to new bars to dance. People are using the internet to 
consume culture, especially with The Weekly Package 
(digital content distributed throughout Cuba on USB 
drives), plus Cuban digital publications, applications and 
video games. Cuba is slowly becoming more open in terms 
of content and consumption, more accessible and more 
diverse, whereas before we had limited options for access-
ing culture.

DINING
ATELIER
Turning an old Vedado 
mansion into an icon of 
Havana’s culinary scene 
is no mean feat, but the 
team at Atelier did so with 
great cooking and an eye 
for sharp design. 

Calle 5ta., No. 511 altos, 
entre Paseo y 2, Vedado
$$ 

CASA MIGLIS
An interesting option 
offering Cuban-Swedish 
fusion cuisine, Casa Miglis 
provides evidence of the 
pace of change in Havana. 

Lealtad 120 entre Animas 
y Lagunas, Central Havana
$$

LA COCINA DE LILLIAM
Buzz in at the intercom to 
gain access to this garden 
restaurant which served 
many well-known visitors, 
including Jimmy Carter. 

Calle 48 No. 1311 entre 
13 y 15, Playas
$$

CUBAN CRAFTS: 
Clandestina exterior (top), and 
creative items for sale (bottom)
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JUST THE 
FACTS 
Time zone: GMT -5 
(Standard Time), GMT 
-4 (Daylight Saving 
Time)
Phone code: Country 
code: 53  City code: 7 
Currency: Visitors 
usually use the Cuban 
convertible peso (CUC); 
locals use the Cuban 
peso (CUP).
Key industries: 
Tourism, tobacco 
products, oil refining
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DIVERSIONS
Before the revolution, Havana was a popular 
destination for anyone seeking some fun in 
the bars, casinos and music halls. While things 
changed dramatically since those heady days, 
the appetite for the good times remains.

Salsa, rumba and son are traditional musical 
styles in Cuba, and there is no shortage of 
musicians and dancers who will show you how 
it’s done. Head to the Gran Teatro de la Habana 
Alicia Alonso or the Teatro Nacional de Cuba to 
catch a performance.

Of course, you can also listen to live music 
in one of the hundreds of bars that dot the city. 
Sample some of the iconic daiquiris at Floridita, 
made famous by the patronage of writer Ernest 
Hemingway during his time in the city, or knock 
back mojitos at La Bodeguita del Medio. These 
two bars sit firmly on the tourist trail, but it’s 
worth stopping in for a drink or two.

To get a feel for the contemporary cultural 
life of Havana, take a trip out of the Old Town 
to Vedado. Here you will find new hot spot 
Fábrica de Arte Cubano, an art gallery, bar and 

club in an old factory. In fact, leafy Vedado is 
full of intriguing spaces, including Café Teatro 
Bertolt Brecht, an underground concert bar, 
and Madrigal Bar Café, run by film director 
Rafael Rosales.

If you get some free time during the day, 
take a taxi out to Fusterlandia, a neighbor-
hood transformed by mosaic artist José Fuster. 
Among the tiled sculptures and impressive 
murals, look for the homage to deceased 
former Venezuelan president Hugo Chávez. 
Head back into town and cruise along the 
Malecón boardwalk, where Cubans young 
and old congregate to relax and catch up with 
friends.

For stylish souvenirs, check out contempo-
rary Cuban design at Clandestina in Old Havana, 
or head to Estadio Latinoamericano to catch 
a baseball game. Cubans love baseball, and 
President Obama even took in a game on his 
historic visit to the island in March 2016.

INFO TO GO
José Martí International Airport, formerly 
known as Rancho-Boyeros Airport, is a 
four-terminal facility that sits about nine 
miles southwest of Havana. Terminal 3 
handles most international flights and is the 
most modern. If you need to reach other 
terminals, perhaps to take an internal flight, 
bus service is available. The airport acts 
as a hub for the Cuban airlines Cubana de 
Aviación, Aerogaviota and Aero Caribbean 
and also welcomes flights from more than 
two dozen international carriers.

Getting from the airport to the center 
of Havana involves a short drive. Taxis are 
available outside the terminal building, or 
book one on arrival from the agency inside 
the terminal building. There is no public 
transport from the international terminal to 
Havana.

CULTURAL ICONS: 
La Bodeguita del Medio 
in Havana, patronized by 
Ernest Hemingway (top 
left), colorful mosaic of 
Fusterlandia (top right), 
and street musicians in 
Old Havana (bottom)
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